Introduction
Jane Austen, born in 1775, grew up during the time of increasing popular support for the abolitionists. She died in 1817. The British slave trade was abolished in 1807, and British emancipation of slaves within the Empire was achieved in the 1830s. Historical controversy indeed continues as to how to explain the major change by 1833, its consolidation by 1838 and why emancipation occurred in a relatively short time.
The last three novels, the so-called Chawton novels, were written in the decade after the 1807 Abolition. 2 Amongst Jane Austen's favourite writers were people who were passionately anti-slavery, such as William Cowper, Doctor Johnson and Thomas Clarkson. One of her naval brothers was known to be abolitionist. I use the term 'abolition' in connection with both the slave trade and slavery. Cowper's tirade against slavery in lines 3 7-9 of Book Two of his epic length poem The Task is severe, and leads up to the question: 'We have no slaves at home-then why abroad?' Jane Austen would have been aware of the popular campaign for abolition.
It is clear that Cowper spoke of chattel slavery, the most extreme form of slavery in which a person is legally the property of another. It was this form of slavery that the abolitionists targeted, and that would be abolished in the 1830s for British territories. Wedgwood. Jane Austen was 12 when 'the wearing of the medallions set as hatpins, bracelets, rings, and buckles became quite the fashion'. 4 The decade after the 1807 Abolition saw a pause for reflection in abolitionist activity before campaigning resumed for the ending of chattel slavery in the colonies. Awareness of the plight of those brought by the slave trade into slavery may be the main focus of the reference to the slave trade in Mansfield Park and in Emma. This is not to deny that there are other debates 'which figure more explicitly in her books than does the abolitionist campaign'. 5 Edward Said claimed that Jane Austen passes over the sufferings of slaves in the Caribbean. This view is not warranted by the Austen texts. In Culture and Imperialism he offered a provocative interpretation of two of the novels, in which he said inter alia that she is a writer: who in Mansfield Park sublimates the agonies of Caribbean existence to a mere half-dozen passing references to Antigua.
Edward Said did not mention Emma, but did offer the comment on Persuasion that: just because Austen referred ... to realms visited by the British navy in Persuasion without any thought of possible responses by the Caribbean or Indian natives resident there is no reason for us to do the same. 6 This book is intended to offer an alternative reading, paying particular attention to Emma, where l believe the deficiencies of his approach become most apparent.
I. Summary of main chapters
Mansfield Park was published in 1814. The heroine Fanny Price asks her uncle a question about the slave trade after he returns from Antigua. Dates emphasized by reference to more than one source for Fanny's reading matter indicate the question to be after the 1807 abolition, and her question is set within a theme of absenteeism that is emphasized and amplified. Detrimental effects of more instances of absenteeism are seen to compound each other and to undermine supposition that all is well in the lifestyle of this English family.
I think that the text in relation to Fanny Price's question operates in three different ways. It challenged the pro-slavery lobby amongst readers in a context after slave trading had been made a felony; it gave succour to the anti-slavery campaigners; and it told the story of a young girl that could retain readers' interest once the hopes of abolition and emancipation would be achieved. It is only after change that the author is prepared to have done with everything else and restore all to 'tolerable comfort'. The
